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8 | THE MARY PAPPERT SCHOOL OF MUSIC
Hired in 2011 as adjunct 
percussion faculty, Ed Stephan 
assumed the role of Percussion 
Area Coordinator beginning with 
the Fall 2012 semester. With a 
superb group of percussion 
faculty and a slew of immense 
student talent, Stephan has seen 
incredible results with regard to 
placing students in major 
performance positions around 
the world, including the Israel 
Philharmonic, Winnipeg, 
Cincinnati, Fort Worth, San 
Antonio, Virginia, and KBS 
Symphony Orchestras, as well as 
the United States Air Force Band.
Recently accepting a position as 
Principal Timpanist with the San 
Francisco Symphony, Stephan 
has continued his work as 
Percussion Area Coordinator at 
Duquesne, showing his 
dedication to the students of the 
Mary Pappert School of Music.
We interviewed Stephan about 
these successes and his 
continued dedication to the 
percussion students at 
Duquesne.
Q: What does it mean to you 
to be the coordinator of an area 
that’s had so much recent 
success with regard to placing 
its students in high-profile 
percussion positions around 
the world?
A: Every success in our area is 
felt and shared by each student 
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and faculty member. As an area 
coordinator, it is inspiring to see 
how contagious that feeling is and to 
see hard work, stress, and anxiety 
turn into relief and celebration. I 
can’t say that I’m able to put my 
finger on the exact reasons for our 
recent successes, though. To point to 
the obvious–we’ve got a world class 
faculty, we’ve been able to attract 
some very good talent in recent 
years, and we structure applied 
study in the department in a way 
that allows all of our students to 
have exposure to each of our 
outstanding faculty members 
throughout each semester. We also 
make it a point to invite other 
first-rate performers and educators 
to visit us and give clinics and 
master classes. I take very seriously 
the responsibility of exposing our 
students to as much information as 
possible. Those of us who’ve enjoyed 
successes in our own performing 
careers, and who now have the 
privilege of “paying it forward”, 
know that the astoundingly brutal 
nature of competition in our field 
demands that we be our best, week 
in and week out. Time is too 
valuable, there’s too little of it, and 
jobs are too few. I feel that my 
primary role as a teacher is to 
streamline, to the best of my ability, 
the growth and marketability of our 
students. And from a personal 
standpoint, the teaching very much 
keeps me on my toes and enriches 
my life as a performer 
immeasurably.
Q: Can you speak to how you 
balance your positions with the 
San Francisco and Pittsburgh 
Symphony Orchestras, as well as 
your oversight of the percussion 
area here at Duquesne?
A: I wouldn’t have predicted a 
move to the West Coast even a year 
ago, but one rarely has options in 
this business, and when presented 
with the option to join the San 
Francisco Symphony, it made 
sense, due to a number of industry 
realities, to make that move. 
Teaching is an equal passion of 
mine, however, and the students 
we’ve recruited to Duquesne are 
very important to me and all of my 
fellow faculty. Teaching at 
Duquesne has been so rewarding, I 
to grow and evolve to serve the 
needs of our students. Can you 
share some thoughts about the 
extraordinary talent represented 
by the percussion faculty 
members?
A: Several of our applied faculty 
are renowned performers. John 
Soroka and Chris Allen are “A-List” 
orchestral percussionists. Tom 
Wendt and Lenny Rogers are jazz 
icons, both locally and beyond. 
Eliseo Rael brings a wide variety of 
experience to our department and 
ties us into the high school student 
population in the region. Dennis 
Hoffman has been with the Air 
Force Band in Washington, DC for 16 
years and drives from Virginia every 
week to direct and coach percussion 
chamber music. We are so lucky to 
have all of these people working 
together for our students! I simply 
cannot imagine ever finding a more 
exciting and enthusiastic mix of 
educators anywhere. John has 
placed students into nearly every 
major orchestra in the country over 
his four-decade career, myself 
included. It was a real win to snatch 
him out of his teaching retirement 
to join us. And the best part of all is 
that our students can visit Heinz 
Hall and jazz clubs all over the city 
to watch their teachers “walk their 
talk” week after week. It doesn’t get 
much better than that. 
“TO POINT TO 
THE OBVIOUS–
WE’VE GOT A 
WORLD CLASS 
FACULTY...”
didn’t want to give that up. So, I fly 
back to Pittsburgh six times per 
semester to teach lessons, give 
master classes, and maintain the 
personal connection with my 
students that I’ve come to enjoy so 
much. The distance, however, has 
also enabled us to explore a number 
of creative ways to engage via 
FaceTime, group text discussions, 
group video analysis of students’ 
playing, and the addition of my 
experiences with yet another major 
American orchestra from which to 
draw. I even remarked that I think 
this setup has made us a bit more 
connected, ironically, and forced 
me to be better for my students, 
especially when I am physically 
present. And the thread that ties 
this all together, of course, is that I 
am not in the least bit alone. We 
have six tremendous faculty 
members.
Q: The percussion area has an 
outstanding faculty that continues 
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